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Peter, Mark, Colleagues, Friends: 

On behalf of UNICEF, let me add my welcome to each of you to this first Global Partners Forum on Orphans and Children Made Vulnerable by HIV/AIDS. 

As Peter noted, you are here for two overarching reasons: because of your proven commitment to assisting the most vulnerable casualties of this pandemic – and because you understand an important truth: that as partners, we have the power to make a difference for children. 

Peter has eloquently described the catastrophic scale of the orphan crisis – and the appalling inadequacy of the world’s response.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

My Friends, these children need more than inspiring words. They need action that is taken to scale. They need leadership that touches their lives directly. And the starting point is in this very room, in the collective wisdom and resources that we can mobilise on their behalf. 

However familiar the statistics, their shock power remains undiminished. 

An estimated 14 million children are already orphaned by AIDS – a figure roughly equivalent to the total number of children living in the United Kingdom. 

Most of them are in sub-Saharan Africa – and by 2010, their ranks may swell to 20 million. That means that in some of Africa’s hardest hit countries, one-fifth of all children under 15 will be orphans by 2010. And they are only the tip of the iceberg. 

We know that for every orphan, there are many more children affected by the disease who are denied adequate food and nutrition and who cannot enjoy their right to a quality basic education. 

And the pandemic itself grows apace, with 7,000 children and young people becoming infected each and every day. Some 3 million children under the age of 15 are themselves living with AIDS. 

These numbers cannot begin to quantify the pain, loss and suffering of the crisis. Any of you who have recently been in Lusaka, Maputo or Harare know that it is increasingly common to encounter groups of children wandering the streets, growing up without the care and protection of adults – malnourished, abused, and denied the right to basic education.  

The implications of this are monstrous. The pandemic is forcing children to take desperate measures for their very survival – and this makes them all the more susceptible to HIV/AIDS.

Moreover, the profound trauma of losing a mother or both parents has devastating long-term effects, not only on children’s well being and development, but on the stability of communities – and, ultimately, nations themselves. 

By creating millions of orphans and killing the very men and women vital to the functioning of society, HIV/AIDS strangles development as it sows the kind of political instability that can lead to instability and outright war.

My Friends, we know what works and we know what needs to be done.  We have hundreds of examples of innovative, effective initiatives that have already brought benefits to tens of thousands of vulnerable, marginalised children.  

For example, in this Forum we will be hearing about the newly reported record of success that faith-based organisations are having in Africa.  The challenge for all of us is to take that excellence to scale.

There are many priorities for orphans and vulnerable children – and UNICEF remains convinced that until an effective medical remedy is found, there is only one effective tool for curbing HIV/AIDS – and that is education, especially for girls.

Education has the power to break the silence surrounding HIV/AIDS – to empower children with the knowledge and life skills they need to protect themselves and their families, and to combat the stigma and discrimination that marginalises those who are affected.

The drive to provide Education for All stands to benefit all children; but it is especially beneficial for orphans. In Uganda, success in achieving high enrolment has meant far more orphans have been able to enter school. 

Yet elsewhere in Africa, the vast majority of orphans must surmount formidable barriers both to enrol – and to complete a programme of quality basic education. 

We know that in Africa, orphans delay school enrolment and drop out of school at faster rates than non-orphans.  The emotional strain of losing a parent or both parents contributes to irregular attendance and eventual drop out.  

Regrettably, very few governments have explicit strategies to enrol and keep these most vulnerable children in school.  That is why UNICEF regards the abolition of school fees as one of the most important single steps that can be taken to reduce barriers to schooling.

Well over half of African countries still have formal school fees in place, despite international commitments to provide free, compulsory primary education.  This includes several of the worst affected countries such as Mozambique and South Africa.  

Action to promote the abolition of all fees, which is accompanied by measures to protect quality and replace lost revenue, is long overdue.  Removing this barrier makes sense for all children, but especially for children orphaned and made vulnerable by HIV/AIDS, who face ever-increasing threats to their well being.  
Evidence from countries such as Kenya, Uganda, and Malawi have shown that even for families living in extreme poverty, removing school fees makes education attainable for millions of children who could not previously afford school.  

When the Government of Kenya lifted school fees earlier this year, 1.2 million Kenyan children were able to take their rightful seats in the classroom.

And yet there is widespread inaction. It originates in failure to understand the complex and long-term data; in misplaced priorities; in a reluctance to acknowledge responsibility, a sense of shame; a lack of resources. But however instructive, these must no longer be used as an excuse for inaction – and for reconstituting the long-running conspiracy of silence that helped fuel the explosive spread of the virus.  

The hard truth, My Friends, is that we have yet to see the dramatic shift in thinking required to mobilise sufficient human and financial resources to ensure a future for children affected by HIV/AIDS.

What will make the difference in the lives of all these millions of children? 

Clearly we must ensure that the rights and needs of HIV/AIDS-affected children are addressed in all development planning and action. All these children – but especially those who have lost one or both parents – need the support of their communities. 

Not only do they require food, shelter and ready access to health services and education, but emotional support and family and community-based care.

Immediate concerns such as homelessness, malnutrition and protection from exploitation must also be addressed, along with basic education, medical care, legal protection and vocational opportunities, to say nothing of recreation. Community-wide counselling is needed to prevent and help eliminate discrimination and exploitation.

 And children also need space to express themselves and be involved in decisions that affect their lives.

What we must provide is a commitment to leadership.  Leadership from you, to provide resources and influence. Leadership to keep children, especially girls, in school; to provide children with information and to support the development of skills to avoid infection; to provide real options for young people, which replaces fatalism and despair with hope; to keep parents alive and families together; and to strengthen communities to protect and provide for their children. 

And the leadership we provide must be broad-based – leadership that unites politicians, government, NGOs and civil society, the media, religious organisations, academics, women’s groups and human rights activists, and children and young people themselves.  

We in this room have the power to make the world a better place for children, through financial, technical, and human resources; through advocacy and partnerships; and through our ability to mobilise political commitment to tackle what I see as the three most critical challenges:

1) care and treatment—keeping parents alive to prolong the parent-child relationship,

2) ensuring  orphans and other vulnerable children enrol and stay in school, especially girls,

3) protecting children who are at risk of violence, exploitation, and sexual abuse.

My Friends, at the end of the day, the Partners Forum is about committing ourselves to shout loudly in one voice about the plight of children.  It is about keeping children and young people front and centre on the global HIV/AIDS agenda, and to work together to strengthen our response – a response that is commensurate with the need.

 The Partners Forum is about signing up to turn the tide – to moving beyond feeling overwhelmed to feeling outraged by the unacceptable suffering of children.

There is no room for inaction.  In years to come, we want to look back and say this is when it began in earnest; this is when a better future for orphans and vulnerable children was secured.

 
It is a privilege to be with you here today.  UNICEF applauds you for your work and for your commitment.  And for making children and young people a priority in the fight against HIV/AIDS.  Our successes will be measured in their lives and in the promise of their future – and what we commit ourselves to do together, today and into the human future. 

Thank you. 
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